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AN EVALUATION OF THE ILLINOIS SOCIAL WORK WORKFORCE: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 1

During 2020, the National Association of Social Workers (NASW), Illinois Chapter (NASW-IL), along with its research partner 
Loyola University Chicago School of Social Work, examined the conditions of labor shortages of social workers in the state of 
Illinois and where the mismatches and gaps existed based on the perspectives of social work employers and schools of social 
work statewide.

Funded by the Telligen Community Initiative (TCI), the evaluation’s main purposes were to: 

Executive Summary
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The face-to-face focus groups took place immediately preceding the COVID-19 outbreak while online surveys took place in 
June 2020. The impact of the dual pandemics of COVID and systemic racism has only reinforced the importance of a strong 
need for mental health providers such as social workers who remain essential to community well-being and trained to help 
people address personal and systemic barriers to optimal living. 

1

The study employed a mixed-method approach by integrating qualitative and quantitative methods with data derived  
from multi-stakeholders including: employers of social workers from both private and community-based public agencies,  
leadership from schools of social work throughout the state of Illinois (i.e., deans, directors, and field directors), current  
social work students, and social workers throughout the state.

During January and February 2020, the social work workforce initiative conducted eight in-person focus groups (n = 34)  
at the following four, distinct geographic areas, both urban and non-urban, in the state of Illinois: 

January 29, 2020 – Chicago, IL – Loyola University Chicago 

February 6, 2020 – Aurora, IL – Aurora University (western suburbs of Chicago)

February 12, 2020 – Urbana, IL – University of Illinois-Urbana-Champaign School of Social Work (central Illinois)

February 28, 2020 – Carbondale, IL – Southern Illinois University School of Social Work (southern Illinois)

Two online surveys were sent out, one in mid-April to social work students within the NASW-IL membership, and a second  
in mid-June to all non-students in the NASW-IL membership.

Respondents identified seven practice areas they believed were experiencing social work workforce shortages: 

Understand Illinois 
social work workforce 
challenges and barriers;

2 3
Identify specific geographic and 
areas where shortages of social 
workers existed;

Identify a strategy for improving 
the current and future social work 
workforce in the state of Illinois. 

Child  
welfare

Factors around Illinois social work workforce challenges were clustered around five categories: 

School  
social work Disability

Older  
adults

Early 
childhood

Mental  
health

Hospital  
social work

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

RECOMMENDATION 
FOR ILLINOIS:

Expand the pipeline 
of qualified and 
diverse individuals 
to enter the social 
work profession 
through higher 
education tuition 
support 
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“It is  
important to look  

for agencies that are 
going to be friendly 
to diverse students”

— social work  
educator

“Social Work  
is, so many of  

our positions are  
all-encompassing.”

— social work  
employer

2

Summary of Findings on the Social Work  
Workforce Challenges and Strategies
This evaluation examined the conditions of labor shortages of social workers and where the mismatch 
and gaps exist based on the perspectives of social work employers and educators. Qualitative data on 
stakeholder perspectives on this workforce condition were categorized into challenges and strategies.  
Social work employers and educators converged on many of the challenges, but each also had their 
respective views on the apparent disconnect in the social work labor market.

The two strategies outlined by the stakeholders broadly encompassed the overlapping areas of identified 
challenges. First was the general workforce strategies that included strengthening the financial benefits/
in-kind incentives (free supervision or training), developing a pipeline for future social workers, and recruiting 
diverse applicants. Second had to do with innovative social work curriculum strategies that included 
curriculum strengthening by training students clinically with specialty skills, practicality in applied, on-the-
job skills, and flexible employment-pipeline internship experiences with strong partnerships with community 
organizations and non-traditional sectors. Going forward, it will be important to match employer needs with 
generalist and clinical training provided in schools of social work across the state.

• Labor shortages

• Mismatch

• Gap

• Challenges

• Strategies

• Future growth of social  
 work profession

• Social work–centered  
 hiring and leadership

CONDITIONS STAKEHOLDER 
PERSPECTIVES OPPORTUNITIES

However, these two strategies, which has to actively involve both the supply and demand side actors in the 
social work labor market, did not specifically and directly address some of the presented challenges. One 
might see this as being problematic as neither the employers nor the educators wanting to take on the 
specifics of the broadly themed challenges as their own strategic responsibility. However, it is likely that the 
nature of these challenges may not have been seen as possible to yield measurable outcomes by any sole 
actor in the labor market which is where the the supply-demand workforce gap exists in social work. It is 
promising to see that there were some core, agreed upon (overlapped) challenges that are at least broadly 
identified as a joint target and addressed under the two strategies.

“There has  
to be a shift in  

how people see  
a social worker.”

— social work  
educator
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and disabilities)

Recruitment and  
retention challenges  
of diverse candidates

Short staffed organizations

Lack of quality supervision

Inadequate communication  
soft skills

Adjustment struggles to  
workplace policies and norms

Lack of administrative and 
documentation skills

Lack of understanding of the legal  
and integrative care systemEMPLOYERS

EDUCATORS

OVERLAPPED
CHALLENGES
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“Schools need to  
be designing their 

curriculums to trends  
in the marketplace”

— social work  
educator

3

Confirmation of the Previous Findings
Findings from the 2020 evaluation confirm an ongoing and urgent concern facing both the 
social work practice and social work academic communities, that of the need to strengthen 
the preparation of social workers entering the workforce and ensuring the important role 
that social work will continue to play in the human services marketplace.

Prior to this current initiative, the NASW-IL convened three Social Work Workforce Initiative summits 
in 2018, two in the Chicago area and one in central Illinois, bringing together leaders from the social 
work employment/practice arena and area schools of social work. This statewide initiative grew out 
of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) National Workforce Initiative’s initial study, “Profile 

of the Social Work Workforce,” released in fall 2017, as well as a subsequent of the workforce study, 
“New Social Workers: Results of the Nationwide Survey of 2018 Social Work Graduates.” Those 

meetings produced a serious dialogue regarding core competency needs for the twenty-first century social 
work workforce and the difficulties that new hires face coming into the profession. It also established a baseline 
for the current social work workforce initiative. 

Additionally, the 2019 National Academies of Sciences – Engineering – Medicine (NASEM) Consensus Report, 
“Integrating Social Care into the Delivery of Health Care: Moving Upstream to Improve the Nation’s 
Health,” reviews the importance of examining the potential for integrating social care services into the delivery of 
health care with the ultimate goal of achieving better and more equitable health outcomes. The NASEM report 
stresses the importance of an appropriately staffed and trained workforce, i.e., experts in social care that include 
social workers. 

Both of these extensive studies support our findings and restate the need to strengthen the preparation of social 
workers entering the workforce. 

Opportunities: 2021 and Beyond
Meeting these challenges will require a concerted effort on the part of major stakeholders, some of whom were 
involved in this study—Illinois schools of social work, employers, state agencies as well as elected officials. 
Efforts need to be made to connect these and other stakeholders to address the challenges and demonstrate the 
diverse roles of the social work profession can play across the state. This is where stakeholders can help bring 
these strategies together as opportunities for investing in the future growth of the social work profession and 
promoting social work–centered hiring, leadership for diversity, and inclusive workplace culture development.
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• Lack of prepared  
 post-graduates

• Organizational  
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 public images 

• Low salaries

• Unhealthy  
 organizational  
 cultures

• Lack of social workers

• Long commute/ 
 transportation issues

• Low salary and  
 compensation issues

• Underrepresentation  
 of racial minority  
 social workers

• Lack of male social  
 workers

• Lack of bilingual  
 social workers 

• Agencies’ lack of  
 understanding for the  
 LGBTQI population  
 and students with  
 disabilities 

• Inadequate quality  
 supervision

• Poor communication  
 skills 

• Difficulty adapting to an  
 integrative system of care

• Poor adjustment to  
 new work culture

• Poor administration  
 and documentation skills

TABLE 1. SOCIAL WORK WORKFORCE CHALLENGES IN ILLINOIS

1
Social Work Workforce 
Recruitment Challenges

3
Social Work Workforce 

Challenges in Rural areas

4
Social Work  

Diversity Challenges

5
New Hires’  
Challenges

2
Social Work Workforce 
Retention Challenges

RECOMMENDATION 
FOR ILLINOIS:

Work with employers  
and state agencies to 
promote a diverse human 
service, health, and mental  
health workforce by hiring  
social workers as 
organizational leaders  
who reflect the  
consumers of  
human services

https://www.cswe.org/Centers-Initiatives/Initiatives/National-Workforce-Initiative
https://www.cswe.org/Centers-Initiatives/Initiatives/National-Workforce-Initiative/SW-Workforce-Book-FINAL-11-08-2017.aspx
https://www.cswe.org/Centers-Initiatives/Initiatives/National-Workforce-Initiative/SW-Workforce-Book-FINAL-11-08-2017.aspx
https://cswe.org/CSWE/media/Workforce-Study/2018-Social-Work-Workforce-Report-Final.pdf
 http://bit.ly/3bT1okt
 http://bit.ly/3bT1okt
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“Transportation is  
always an issue. Now I 

have clients but with staff 
as well. We've tried to help 
get transportation systems 

coordinated”
— rural social work  

employer

Social workers and the social work profession continue to be essential—essential to community well-being and 
trained to help address personal and systemic barriers to optimal living. The profession is poised to meet the 
most pressing issues of our new, post-COVID world, as leaders of human-centered care coordination for health, 
mental health, social and economic integration, and equity at all levels of our social fabric. This is ultimately 
what we should strive for in the entire state of Illinois.

To achieve these goals and to build upon the data generated from the 2020 study, we will be working with the 
following stakeholders to build upon the data generated from this study: 

Illinois schools of social work;

social work employers;

national NASW office and state chapters across the country; and,

state-elected officials 

Social workers and the social work profession continue to be essential—essential to 
community well-being and trained to help address personal and systemic barriers to 

optimal living. Social workers are employed to effect positive change with individuals, families, 
groups, and entire communities. The profession is poised to meet the most pressing issues of our 

new, post-COVID world, as leaders of human-centered care coordination for health, mental 
health, social and economic integration, and equity at all levels of our social fabric.

Career 
professional 
preparation

1 2

Commitment 
to diversifying 
the social work 

workforce

Continued commitment to 
elevating the importance of 
the social work profession, 
its values, and image, and 

by removing barriers to 
social work licensing

3

4

Recommendations for Illinois

To help Illinois support its most vulnerable citizens in need of services, we make the following recommendations 
to the state: 

Promote the social work profession as a key component of the state’s mental health workforce

Expand the pipeline of qualified and diverse individuals to enter the social work profession through higher 
education tuition support 

Work with employers and state agencies to promote a diverse human service, health, and mental health 
workforce by hiring social workers as organizational leaders who reflect the consumers of human services

Support employers to provide incentives to reflect the important role that social work can play in strengthening 
services in rural Illinois

Social work is at a crossroad to assume its mission to be the next leader in social innovationin the space of 
interprofessional and interdisciplinary intersections. Together with stakeholders across the state, we can rise to 
the challenge of being the proactive leader in bringing all helping professions and professional teams together 
to holistically tackle the most pressing issues of our new, post-COVID world. 

This includes the commitment to focus on the following major needs as identified by the evaluation:

RECOMMENDATION 
FOR ILLINOIS:

Promote the  
social work 
profession as a  
key component  
of the state’s  
mental health 
workforce
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“We need  
bilingual workers  

throughout the state  
where there’s a large 
percentage of Spanish 

speaking families.”
— social work 

educator

“The workforce 
pipeline needs 
to begin in high 

school” 
— social work 

educator

“We need greater  
flexibility in social work 
field placements that 

accommodate working 
students and could include 

paid internships” 
— social work 

employer

“We need to  
hire social workers 
who understand 

integration of care 
and collaboration” 

— social work 
employer
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Introduction 
 

This evaluation of the Illinois Social Work Workforce was conducted by Loyola University 

Chicago School of Social Work and NASW-IL, with support from Telligen Community Initiative. 

The main purpose of this evaluation was to understand Illinois social work workforce barriers, 

identify specific geographic and practice areas where shortages of social workers exist, and 

inform a strategy on what needs to be done to improve current and future social work workforce 

in the State of Illinois.  

This evaluation employed a mixed-method approach by integrating qualitative (Qual) and 

quantitative (Quant) method with data derived from multi-stakeholders: employers of social 

workers (both private and community-based public agencies), school of social work educators, 

current social work students, and social workers in the state of Illinois.  

Eight focus groups (n = 34) from four academic locations (Loyola University Chicago, 

Aurora University in Aurora, the University of Illinois in Urbana Champaign, and Southern Illinois 

University in Carbondale) were formed with educators of schools of social work (n=18) and 

employers of social workers (n=16) in the state of Illinois. There are 12 university representatives 

and 16 agency representatives. Findings from the initial set of focus groups provided invaluable 

insight, information, and experience into Illinois’ social work workforce needs. It further guided 

developing the surveys for current social work students and employed social workers to collect 

quantitative data.  
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Methods 
Research Design: A Mixed-Method Approach (Qual-Quant) 
 

Two phases of data collection took place. First, we used focus group methodology to 

collect qualitative data because it offers exploratory, formative, and information-rich data 

(Hennik & Leavy, 2014). Focus groups were useful for collecting social work educators’ and 

employers’ input related to research questions and generating an in-depth understanding of 

contingent issues around the social work workforce. Second, based on qualitative analyses of 

focus group data, online surveys were developed and administered with social workers and 

social work students to explore the extent to which quantitative data could support the 

qualitative findings. Figure 1 illustrated the flow chart of the current study design 

Focus Group Recruitment 
 

Recruitment took place in Illinois’ four geographical areas (Chicago, West suburb, 

Urbana, and Southern Illinois) by identifying a city of four regions of NASW-IL. We used 

purposive sampling to recruit employers and social work educators who could represent four 

geographical areas. Following recruitment, the researchers provided each participant with 

additional details about the study, including the limits of confidentiality in focus groups, and 

obtained informed consent. Participation was voluntary without monetary incentives, but lunch 

was provided. 

Among eight focus groups, we conducted four focus groups (N=18) with social work 

education educators and four focus groups (N =16)  with employers of social workers. Most 

focus groups were 90 minutes to 120 minutes long, with participants ranged from two to eight 
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people. All focus groups were conducted in-person in collaboration with the Loyola research 

team and NASW executive director from January 29 to February 27, 2020. 

 

Figure 1. Study Flow Chart 

 

  

 

8 Focus groups with social work educators and 

employers of social workers   

Analyses of focus group data 

Formulation of on-line survey development  

1st Round of online survey for current students 

2nd Round of online survey for social workers 

1st round of 

online survey - 

96 survey 

respondents  

Exploratory 

content analysis 

(N = 34) 

24 survey items for 

students and 29 survey 

items for social 

workers identified 

2nd round of 

online survey – 

359 respondents 

Step 1 

Step 2 

Step 3 

Step 4 

Step 5 

Recommendations and planning the next steps  

based on key findings 
Step 6 
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Focus Group Demographic Information 
 

Of the18 social work educators, 9 (50%) were White, 6 (33.3 %) were Black, 2 (11.1 %) 

were Asian, and one was missing. All of the participants held a Master’s degree and above. 

66.7% had the highest social work license, and 27.8 % reported unlicensed. They were 

predominantly female (77.8%). The average age of participants was 54 years (SD=9.26).  

Table 1. Demographics of Educators of Schools of Social Work (N=15) 

 

Variables N % M (SD) 

License    
 No 5 27.8  
 Yes 13 72.2  
Type of License    
 LSW 1 5.6  
 LCSW 11 61.1  
 Other 1 6  
 No 5 27.8  
Education Level      
 Masters Degree 7 38.9  
 Two or More Masters Degree 4 22.2  
 Doctoral Degree 7 38.9  
Gender at Birth    
 Male 4 22.2  
 Female 14 77.8  
Age   54.24 (9.26) 
 30 - 39 1 5.6  
 40 - 49 4 22.2  
 50 - 59 7 38.9  
 60-69 4 22.2  
 70-79 1 5.6  
 Missing 1 5.6  
Race/Ethnicity    
 Asian or Pacific Islander 2 11.1  
 Black or African American 6 33.3  
 White or European American 9 50.0  
 Missing 1 5.6  

 

Of the 16 employers of social workers, 14 (87.5 %) were White, 1 (6.3%) was Black, 1 

(6.3%) was non-White Hispanic. All of the participants held a Master’s degree and above. They 
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were all licensed, and 14 (87.5%) had the highest social work license-Licensed Clinical Social 

Worker(LCSW). They were predominantly female (87.5 %). The average age of participants was 

44 years (SD=8.67). 

Table 2. Demographics for Employers of Social Workers 

 

Variables N % M (SD) 

License    
 No 0 0  
 Yes 16 100  
Type of License    
 LSW 1 6.3  
 LCSW 14 87.5  
 Other 1 6.3  
 No    
Education Level      
 Masters Degree 12 75  
 Two or More Masters Degree 4 25  
 Doctoral Degree 0 0  
Gender at Birth    
 Male 2 12.5  
 Female 14 87.5  
Age   44.46 (8.67) 
 30 - 39 3 18.8  
 40 - 49 5 31.3  
 50 - 59 7 43.8  
 60-69 1 6.3  
 70-79 0 0  
Race/Ethnicity    
 Asian or Pacific Islander 0 0  
 Black or African American 1 6.3  
 White or European American 14 87.5  
 Non-White Hispanic 1 6.3  

 

Focus groups Analyses 

First, each focus group was thematically analyzed to draw common categories and sub-

categories (Hesse-Biber & Leavy,2006). Second, eight focus groups were divided into two groups 

(educator groups and employer groups) to regroup categories. Lastly, we conducted 



 

 
AN EVALUATION OF THE ILLINOIS SOCIAL WORK WORKFORCE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 7 

comparative analyses between two groups (educator groups and employer groups) to identify 

differences and similarities in data derived from each group. 

Focus Group Questions 

The following questions guided the focus groups. 

Opportunities and Challenges (Both Groups) 

1. To what extent is there a shortage of social workers in Illinois, and where are these 

shortages most apparent? 

2. What strategies can be used to address the labor shortage of social workers in Illinois? 

3. 3. What are the main workforce issues/challenges in non-urban (or urban) areas in 

Illinois? Do rural (or urban) communities face unique struggles recruiting and retaining 

social workers, and what strategies do they use to address problems?  

4. What are the key diversity challenges facing Illinois' social work labor force, and what 

strategies are used to address these challenges?  

5. What do new hires in the employment setting have the most difficulty with? (if applied) 

6. What actions can NASW-IL initiate, and with which community partners, in order to 

address current and emergent social work workforce needs in Illinois 

Competence (Both Groups) 

7a. What competencies and skill sets are employers looking for in new hires? (School of 

Social Work Group)  

7b. What are the added values to hire social workers rather than other professionals? What 

are the unique competences of social workers? (Employer group) 
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Preparation (Schools of Social Work Education Group only) 

8. What are schools of social work in Illinois doing to make sure graduates are ready for the 

current social work job market?  

9. How can we increase the number of options for field placement opportunities that would 

possibly provide a pipeline for Employment? 

10. What are schools of social work's expectations of employers? 

11. How are schools of social work preparing their students for salary negotiations?  
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Results 
Focus Group Results 
 

Social work workforce challenges in Illinois 
 
Factors around Illinois social work workforce challenges were clustered around five categories: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As this study targeted two overarching questions about Illinois social work workforce 

barriers and strategies to improve the current and future social work workforce in Illinois, 

emerging themes were naturally clustered around social work workforce barriers and strategies. 

Table 3 and Table 4 showed the relationships between themes, categories, and sub-categories. 

Table 3. Social Work Workforce Challenges in Illinois 

 

Categories Sub-Categories 
(1) Social Work Workforce Recruitment Challenges - Lack of experienced social workers  

- Lack of prepared post-graduates 
- Organizational challenge 
- Negative public images  

(2) Social Work Workforce Retention Challenges - Low salaries 
- Unhealthy organizational cultures 

(3) Social Work Workforce Challenges in Rural areas - Lack of social workers 
- Long commute/transportation issues 
- Low salary and compensation issues 

(4) Social Work Diversity Challenges - Underrepresentation of racial minority social workers 
- Lack of male social workers 
- Lack of bilingual social workers  
- Agencies' lack of understanding for the LGBTQI 

population and students with disabilities  
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(5) New Hires’ Challenges - Inadequate quality supervision 
-Poor Communication skills  
- Difficulty adapting to an integrative system of care 
- Poor adjustment to new work culture 
- Poor administration and documentation skills 

 

With regard to social work workforce shortage areas, respondents identified the seven 

practice areas: child welfare services, school social workers, community agencies for 

developmentally disabled clients/elders, early childhood services, mental health, and hospital 

social work. Factors around Illinois social work workforce challenges were clustered around five 

categories: (1) Social work workforce recruitment challenges, (2) social work workforce retention 

challenges, (3) social work workforce challenges in rural areas, (4) Social work diversity 

challenges, and (5) new hires’ challenges.  

(1) Social work workforce recruitment challenges.  
 

Employers’ Perspectives 

First, respondents described that they had difficulty finding suitable and clinically 

knowledgeable social workers in advanced clinical settings.  

 "It's hard to get people that are experienced social workers and knowledgeable about 

substance use disorders."  

“MSW is a generalist degree generally. They don't really have a background in doing any 
kind of specific work with a specific population whatever that kind of focused on one of 
those areas with the same issue with CADC as we have that also with having that 
substance abuse experience is not something that's generally what they have.” 
 
“There's no real training about how to de-escalate those kinds of situations like treating 
individuals having substance abuse problems that sort of thing. The whole, like crisis 
prevention training.” 
 
Community-based mental health agencies struggled more because of low social work 

applicants who had specialties in clinical experience and training. As one employer claimed,  
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“The community mental health agencies probably struggle to have enough mental health 
staff, let alone social work staff. The people in the community generally don't have that 
experience of dealing with these people who are the more kind of aggressive substance-
abusing you know personality disorder population sort of thing, that they may have a 
comorbid mental health condition, too.” 
 
Participants echoed that shortages of experienced clinical social workers were more 

apparent in community-based settings than hospitals or public settings (i.e., Veterans Affairs) 

because of salary gaps among nonprofit agencies, private sectors, and hospitals.  

Second, employers identified that some graduates were not ready for a job. One 

expressed disappointment:  

“I think yet, it might be a little bit of confidence, and it might be a little bit of just not 
knowing how, but bringing new ideas to the table. I love getting students and new hires to 
bring me new ideas. We want to be innovative, but you just don't see that as much with 
new hires now.” 

 

Other respondents indicated that unmotivated MSW students were also challenging in the social 

work profession, as proven with low student participation in career fairs. An employer described 

that students “don’t seem very motivated or very focused; they just don’t seem like their hearts 

are in it.”  

Third, employers identified the complicated hiring process in the state system as an 

organizational challenge for recruitment. Respondents indicated that some students were 

discouraged from applying due to the long process for the position. An employer stated,  

“The state system is full of red tape when it comes to hiring. So the process is slow, and 
that may deter some folks from being, you know, sticking with it (the hiring process) to try 
and get hired.” 
 
Lastly, some employers identified that the rudimental cause of recruitment issues 

stemmed from negative perceptions about the social work profession. Specifically, individuals 

(i.e., students in high school or college) who were in the stage of making career choices would 
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not choose the social work profession due to negative perceptions. They might view social 

workers as “taking children away from their parents or family” due to a negative image of social 

work that has often been built in the media.  

Educators’ perspectives:  

Unlike employers struggling with finding social workers with mental health expertise, 

educators described a substantial shortage of child welfare social workers. Despite the high 

demands of social workers in child welfare, educators stated that experienced social workers 

lacked. An education stated, "I think child welfare really needs to be represented in and reflected 

in terms of a lack of properly prepared social workers to do that type of work." Another educator 

added, 

“The biggest area, in my opinion, a shortage is in child welfare. I am worried that not just 
what DCFS. I'm worried about the turnover and nonprofits. I am not sure that we're 
meeting the needs fast enough.” 

 
Many educators raised a serious concern about low salaries as well. One educator 

commented, “There has to be either some incentives, some salary increase, something that will 

help people come into the field, to begin with.” 

Second, educators concurred with employers that post-graduates who had unrealistic 

expectations of community-based settings, lack of professionalism, and lack of soft skills were 

the causes of social work shortage.  

“What I have seen is gaps like expectations of what to expect when they get in a 
community-based setting. Professionalism and things like that.” 
 
An educator stated that they prepared clinical social workers well but not for macro 

social workers.  
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“I think universities, MSW programs do a good job with the clinical students, but not 
anything that is not directly clinical. I don’t think we do a really good job of  preparing the 
students for public policy, economic potentiality.” 
 
Third, educators identified the lack of understanding of community-based agencies’ 

social work values as an organizational challenge in the social work workforce. Educators stated 

that some agencies did not value differences between MSW and LSW as if it did not matter for 

the job. Also, some agencies presented their lack of understanding of the value of additional 

certification, such as CADC (Certified Alcohol and Drug Counselor), and they did not usually 

compensate for CADC. Also, some agencies did not even have a social worker on staff. Instead, 

they hired employees with non-social work degrees as the social service director and had them 

be in charge of social work services.  

Lastly, educators concurred with the employers that negative public images of social 

workers hindered the social work pipeline.  

“We’ve had a lot of poor outcome cases that have hit the media. When people hear 
stories about child death cases, it does not make them clamor to work in the field. So it 
makes our job of recruitment more challenging.” 
 
 

(2) Social Work Workforce Retention Challenges 
 

Employers’ Perspectives 

First, respondents stressed that high caseloads and low pay in the community-based 

agencies lowered the recruitment rate and retention rate. Specifically, employers noted that 

experienced social workers tended to leave community-based agencies once they obtained 

LCSW to work in private practice or hospital settings to "work less but make more."  

“I find that a lot of social workers do come in and they sort of driven to, well, eventually I'd 
like to go into private practice, and I just talked to a private practitioner the other day, 
and she's like, "I'm going to start taking Blue Cross Blue Shield, and I'm going to hopefully 
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just be health wise and self pay and work less to make more." And so I find that there's a 
huge drive.” 
 
“9 times out of 10, once they work their way up and get their LCSW, then they're looking 
for other places of mmployment. So that's something that we really struggle with.” 

 

One participant stated, “The financial part is a piece that we as social workers don’t get 

trained in and understanding the business side of it.” Still, it is the part that social workers want 

to become “more powerful in how they speak and advocate internally.” Clearly, the lack of 

compensation for social workers’ high workloads impacted the retention rate.  

“We struggled to do that [retaining employees] during that period because there were no 
raises for four years. There was no prospect of anything like that.”  

 

“We have to compete with places that can allow more pay for the same positions.”  

An employer viewed that the cause of on-going salary issues for social workers started 

from a lack of funding in the social work profession.  

Educators’ Perspectives 

Other social work areas that educators experienced retention issues were the child 

welfare agency, substance abuse/mental health facilities, developmental disabilities, and 

working with older adults. An educator stated, 

“I think folks are definitely experiencing retention issues with child welfare agency. The 
number of times that agencies are reaching out to me saying that ‘we have another 
posting.’ The other place I am noticing quite a bit is that substance use facilities where 
issues with either substance use and mental  health issues. It seems like they have a very 
high turnover rate.” 
 
“The high turnover rate in the private sector child welfare area is at crisisproportions. The 
nature of child welfare work is so demanding that that definitely contributes to that 
turnover.”  
 
Educators also emphasized the issues of financial components, including low salaries and 

lack of financial incentives within the social work profession.  
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“I see our recent graduates will start at like Catholic Charities or someplace like that. But 
its' really a stepping stone for them. The pay does not sustain their desire to stay there for 
sure. So they might get a year or two under their belt and then move on to higher-paying 
jobs.”  

 

Also, educators identified unhealthy cultures within organizations as another cause of 

social work turnover. An educator stated,  

“I do think that there's kind of that unspoken agreement around a lot of people where 
some of the social work agencies that you work in are some of the most unhealthy 
organizations you will ever see.” 
 

(3) Social Work Workforce Shortage Challenges in Rural Areas  
 

The key issue facing the social work workforce in Illinois' rural areas was insufficient social 

workers compared to high demands. The factors contributing to social work workforce 

challenges in rural areas of Illinois were lack of social workers, long commute and transportation 

issues, low salaries, and compensation.  

Employers’ perspectives 

First, employers from rural hospital settings stated that they “do not have enough social 

workers to meet the demands of clients.” Specifically, these hospital settings were “very fast 

paced,” and they “don't have enough time to spend with the clients they have in their large 

caseloads.” This led them to “a huge reliance on the intern-level social workers.” Employers 

noted that rural hospitals relying on intern-level social workers experienced termination issues 

because “they [clients] have the intern for nine months then just as soon as they really start to 

feel comfortable with that therapist, they then need to terminate them; then move onto the next 

therapist.” 

Second, employers pinpointed that travel would be the main issue to recruit social 

workers in rural areas. As examples, employers commented as below:   
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“Travel and transportation is still a huge area issue down here. It’s, we're not very mobile 
down here.” 
 
“Transportation is always an issue. Now I have clients but with staff as well. We've tried to 
help get transportation systems coordinated. That hasn't worked.” 
 
“Compared to an urban area, we don't have the public transportation we do in the city. 
But to get to those outlying areas, we don't have some programs, but most of the time, 
it's very low income poverty level that's going to qualify you for those types of assistance.” 
 
Third, employers noted that even if the agency had a transportation reimbursement 

program, “they’re probably being reimbursed at a lesser rate than the folks in Chicago” and it 

affected social workers’ salary increase “because they [agencies] are losing money on those 

programs [transportation reimbursement program].” 

Educators’ perspectives 

First, educators identified the issue of general social work shortage in rural areas of 

Illinois. An educator noted:   

“I have a friend and colleague that lives down in southern Illinois, and they are so 
desperate for social workers of any kind. It doesn’t matter whether it’s bachelor’s  or 
Master’s or what kind of social work. It just seems like there’s a shortage.”  

 

Staff shortage created a domino effect on the lack of social work internship opportunities 

because some agencies did not want to hire interns due to short staff. An educator commented,   

“I thought that they would be like open arms and excited about having master’s level 
students, but they don't see the capacity for being able to take a student or their 
supervisors are new, so they don't want to strap them with that responsibility of 
supervising.” 
 
Simultaneously, some educators noted it was difficult to recruit licensed social workers or 

people with specializations in rural areas. An educator stated:  

“I don’t know if it's a struggle with a retainment of social workers. I think here is a huge 
need for people with, for lack of a better way of saying it, more letters. So,  you know they 
need somebody that got a license or a CDC or PEL. They don’t need just a general social 
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worker. They need people that have that specialized. They have a hard time recruiting 
those folks.” 
 
Second, the geographical nature of long commute and transportation was identified as 

challenges in rural areas. An educator commented:  

“I think down here transportation. Sometimes it's just a lot of ground to cover, and it 
takes a lot of time just to travel to get to the agency to work.” 
 
An educator noted that geography does impact students’ decision-making. 

“When I spoke to some students or recent graduates, the geography was  oftentimes 

mentioned variable.” 

Besides transportation issues, an employer identified dual relationships as another 

geographical challenge in rural areas.  

“I think one challenge that pops up frequently I have to provide a lot of supervision on is 
just in rural communities; you’re going to have to address dual relationships, everybody 
knows everybody if that's the only equipment if you go to a church and you might see 
some of your clients in that church if there’s only one place in town to get your oil 
changed. What are you going to do? And so, being prepared to address that. We also 
don't have any transportation at all.” 
 
Third, educated identified salary and/or compensation as challenges. An educator 

commented,  

“Salary is a huge one that I hear when I'm doing supervision with a student.” 
 
Some agencies provided neither quality supervision as professional incentives nor 

understood the values of social work licenses despite the fact that LCSW supervision was 

important to recent graduates. Educators noted that agencies did not compensate for social 

work licenses. 

An education illustrated LCSW supervision/test as an example:  
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“As far as allowing them to get their LCSW or paying for that, most agencies here don't 
pay for them to test and don't encourage that." 

 

“They don't compensate for it. We talked last night about the CADC. They don't usually 
compensate for the CADC either.” 

 

Getting LCSW supervision was identified as “a lot of places may not have somebody that's 

available with an LCSW to supervise students who want an LCSW.”  

(4) Social Work Diversity Challenges 
 

Participants identified four factors associated with social work diversity issues. In 

contrast, employers emphasized challenges with diverse staffing to the racial/ethnic minority, 

gender minority, and LGBTQI population. Educators added challenges for students with 

disabilities.  

Employers’ perspectives 

First, employers pointed out that many agencies faced challenges with recruiting and 

retaining qualified diverse staff. Some employers noted the imbalance of diverse positionality 

between social workers and clients in their agencies. For instance, agencies that served 

predominantly African-American clients did not have enough African-American staff:  

“The more I think about it, our client, patient population, slowly over time has become 
more and more diverse. Not that there's not good diversity in agency settings, but I think 
it's sort of a minimum. And so, over time, though, our patient population has grown to 
where we have patients coming from all over. And so it really increased, there's a need for 
us to look at that from the standpoint of our staff's diversity, which we really don't have a 
lot of diversity. So, I would say it's a problem "our workforce is not as diverse ethnically as 
I would like to see it.” 
 
“I work in an agency that's the predominant part of the workforce, and the client is 
African-American. In that area, we find a lot of time we have Caucasian staff who are 
applying.” 
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Second, employers pointed out a disproportionate number of male social workers in the 

field. One commented, “It's much harder to find licensed male social workers. We have around 

20 social workers, and two are two males.” In particular, an employer from VA system shared 

challenges related to diversity both in gender and age as VA’s population was predominantly 

male and becoming older and older:  

“I think the VA we're kind of unique in that our population is pretty much male. And so I 
have some concerns I think other people would too with the gender diversity and being 
able to treat the female veterans that we serve.” 
 
Third, preliminary work on the LGBTQ population added another diversity challenge, 

which still needed a lot of work to be done within the social work workforce.  

Educators’ Perspectives 

Educators noted the challenges around four diverse groups of race, gender, sex, and 

disabilities. Educators echoed the social work workforce challenges about the underrepresented 

diverse population in the field. They further addressed the importance of offering an equitable 

workforce and landscape to recruit a diverse body of students in social work education. For 

example, the low number of African American and Latinx male social workers was identified as 

the biggest diverse challenge. Some explained that working and raising families were obstacles 

for them to come to social work education. Writing issues for some Latinx were also addressed 

as an obstacle. Another factor influencing social work shortage in rural areas was that students 

from the diverse community did not go back to their community after completing social work 

education.  

“They are leaving those communities because there is not an infrastructure there that 
would support them to stay. Something that would support them going back into a 
community so that they actually can do the work.” 
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Second, the need for bilingual social workers was noted. For instance, DCFS needed more 

Spanish-speaking workers to serve Spanish-speaking children and families. An educator stated:  

“We need bilingual workers throughout the state where there’s a large percentage of 
Spanish-speaking families. We have another pocket places from the Congo so French, 
Arabic, Polish all different languages.”  
 
Third, educators raised a concern about agencies’ lack of understanding of the LGBTQI 

population  

“I do not have very many agencies that are serving the LGBTQI Community at all. In 
Bloomington, Normal, it is sad to say, but there isn’t one. How do we educate our field 
sites in being inviting and supportive.” 
 
Lastly, educators noted the unwelcoming field response to students with mental 

disabilities and physical disabilities who had a significant increase in social work programs. An 

educator illustrated an example:  

“We had an agency that really doesn’t’ know what the word was. It was horrible that they 
were so unwelcoming the students that we really threatened that if they  did not change 
the way that they interacted with students with disabilities, we were going to cut ties with 
them.” 

 
(5) New Hires’ Challenges 
 

Respondents identified three factors associated with challenges of new hires: issues of 

getting quality supervision, communication/leadership/professionalism/soft skills, unprepared 

job skills for integrated care.  

Employers’ Perspectives 

First, employers identified lack of quality supervision as the primary challenge for new 

hires. Employers commented that new hires often did not receive enough supervision or never 

been supervised due to short-staffed agencies. Even if supervision was provided in agencies, 
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supervisors often did not hold an LCSW, and the supervision quality was not satisfactory. An 

employer emphasized a challenge in providing supervision: 

“Supervision is always a challenge as much as that person needs; how much time do you 
have if you’re always short-staffed or sometimes tiring to fill in.”  

 

Second, employers noted that new hires often struggled with communicating with their 

supervisors and team members professionally, that related to their “in-depth social skills,” 

“ability to read situations,” “leadership skills,” “being confident,” and “bringing new ideas to the 

table.” 

“We have to work with them and teach them how to carry things along, how to carry a 
team, how to be a team leader, especially in a multidisciplinary setting, social services is 
supposed to lead the team. It's supposed to ... like we're the cog in the wheel, and we 
have to teach them that. They don't see that as much as an intern, so it's teaching them 
leadership skills and teaching them how to communicate even with each other because 
they're told what to do versus telling  other people what to do. It’s a lot of teaching them 
communication and leadership and taking management of that.” 
 
“I think being a leader is definitely something that in new hires is a little more lacking than 
I've seen in the past. And that, I don't know this is just my feeling, but I also wrote down 
the social skills, just because of our environment these days, everything is electronic. 
Everybody's communicating via text and electronic. So some of those like really in-depth 
social skills, just reading a situation is sometimes lacking.” 
 
Third, employers suggested that new hires presented difficulties in adapting to integrated 

care teams for collaboration. New hires often did not have enough experience and training from 

their internship and school curriculum. 

“One of the biggest, and I sort of already mentioned this, is adapting to sort of integrated 
care teams. So being able to work alongside a primary care physician or a nurse 
practitioner or physician's assistant and work in those office settings, those primary care 
settings. And think as a part of a collaborative team.” 
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New hires also presented struggles in owning a system-mind or approach, such as 

understanding the legal system and how that legal system impacted a patient or client in the 

room and connecting the dots pulling in the resource to provide multifaceted care.  

“Social Work is, so many of our positions are all-encompassing. You're not just doing 
therapy. You're not just doing case management; you're not just doing assessments. 
You're not just whatever that they do it all.” 
 
“But we can also do case management; we can also help with getting them linked up with 
services, helping them in such a wide range of things that we can do. And understanding 
the systems, though, is really, at the core of it, in my opinion. That we don't just look at 
one aspect that we try and look at the whole person.” 

 
Fourth, employers stated that new hires struggled with an adjustment to the new work 

culture. In particular, new hires in the state system needed to understand how the state system 

operated by accommodating work schedules to the specific population they worked.  

Lastly, employers addressed that new hires were often lacking the skills in administration 

and documentation skills. In other words, employers suggested expected competency in new 

hires as follows: leadership, communication skills, professional work ethics, responsibility (e.g., 

on time for work, time management), writing skills, basic administration skills, ability to apply 

theory and clinical skills to practical settings, ability to understand working environments and 

adapting to an agency’s culture, engagement skills with clients, supervisors, colleagues, and 

other staff in an integrated team, advocacy skills, and positive/mature attitudes.  

Educators’ Perspectives 

Educators echoed the importance of the supervision of new hires. Along with agencies’ 

short staff, supervisors or inexperienced supervisors were identified as providing inadequate 

quality supervision.  
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“I feel like the issue around getting supervision to be able to sit for the LCSW exam is a 
need that ‘s being unmet. I am concerned that there are people that should be licensed 
that aren’t.” 
 
“I think beginning social workers need to have a strong supervisor who's going to be 
accessible and responsive and help mentor students. The students who've come back to 
me, or alumni who have come back to me who’ve had quality, no matter how hard the job 
is if they have good supervision, that makes a huge difference.” 
 
Secondly, educators added that social work students’ lack of communication skills was 

manifested in their struggles in advocating for themselves or finding a voice to communicate 

with their supervisors when communication was necessary to help supervisors understand 

students’ or new hires' situations. In addition to struggles for advocacy, educators were 

concerned about their business skills such as negotiation:  

“I hear other than finding a voice, is being able to, and this kind of goes along the same 
line of being able to negotiate things or being able to talk to their supervisors about things 
like, whether it's like, I got to pick up my kids, or I don’t have a car now. Like, I’m going to 
lose my job [supervisor’s name] because I don’t have a car. And it’s, why don't you tell 
them? Like, I don't even know.” 
 
Educators also shared that new hires often struggled with understanding, learning, and 

adjusting to agencies' policies and cultures because of unrealistic expectations of the field.  

“I have seen gaps like expectations of what to expect when they get in a community-
based setting. So teaching them realistic expectation is key.” 
 
Similar to employers’ comments, educators identified soft skills, reflection, 

professionalism, and writing skills as new hires’ challenges.  
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Social Work Workforce Strategies in Illinois 
 

Social work workforce strategies in the state of Illinois were clustered into three 

categories: General social work workforce strategies, innovative social work curriculum, and 

extended functions of NASW.  

Table 4. Social Work Workforce Strategies in Illinois 

 

Categories Sub-Categories 
(1) General social work workforce strategies - Financial benefits/in-kind incentives (free supervision or 

training) 
- Developing a pipeline for future social workers 
- Recruiting diverse applicants 

(2) Innovative social work curriculum  - Curriculum development  
- Practical skills training or career development training 
- Flexible social work internship programs 
- Strong partnership with community organization and 

other sectors 
(3) Extended functions of NASW-IL - Working with all stakeholders as a mediator 

- Accessible education or workshop for professional career 
development  

- Taking political actions  
- Advocacy and promoting values and roles of social work 

profession 
- Function as a one-stop shopping mall 

 
 

(1) General social work workforce strategies 

The three sub-categories of general social work workforce strategies were identified: (1) 

financial benefits/in-kind incentives, (2) developing a pipeline for future social workers; and (3) 

recruiting more diverse applicants. 

Employers’ Perspectives 

Employers identified providing free clinical supervision and training as in-kind incentives. 

Employers noted the need for qualified supervisors who could work closely with students and 

new hires. Also, employers highlighted the importance of bringing different roles of supervisors 

to invest “true supervision” for students:  
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“You've got your task advisors to teach you what to do, but then you've got the one 
person who's bringing them in for group supervision and hitting a topic as well as doing 
case studies and having true supervision.” 
 
In terms of providing free clinical training, employers suggested offering evidence-based 

training, trauma training (i.e., children’s trauma-informed care training), and addiction treatment 

(e.g., SMART recovery). Another training recommended by many employers was integrated 

health care training that merged mental health care and medical care. Employers stressed social 

work as an integrated, multifaceted profession, including therapy, case management, and 

collaboration. They viewed that providing integrated care training could promote “the [students’] 

skills to be able to manage the multifaceted intensive case management for someone with a dual 

diagnosis of mental health and medical,” and “students can be well-rounded no matter what 

[social worker] jobs are available and they can adapt better.” 

Second, developing a pipeline for future social workers was identified. Employers 

stressed high school outreach to educate the social work profession since social workers still 

kept the negative image of “they take your children.” 

“Marking social work as a profession to show what we do to younger people.” 

“I remember speaking to some high school students when I did a career fair. I said, ‘you 
know what a social worker does?’ And the very first response that I received, ‘They take 
your children.’ She meant a DCFS worker. I just found it very uncomfortable that was the 
first thing they thought of a social worker.”  
 
Lastly, employers commented that they needed to consider offering different pay scales 

or benefit packages to attract more diverse applications. They also commented to include a 

diverse panel in the hiring process.  

“We've offered an additional pay differential for the Spanish bilingual in particular 
because we're trying to start some services around the area, and there's a high 
concentration of clients out there that would need a bilingual person, and we walked in 
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finding one. And we’ll probably use softer services for even translating for some of our 
education forms and some other things that we're able to possibly use for as well.” 
 
“With our panels when we're trying to hire, we try and make the panel as diverse as 
possible. So we either have three or five individuals and try and make the panel as diverse 
as we can.” 
 
Some employers suggested conducting focus groups with diverse sub-groups to gather 

their feedback, perspectives, and thoughts on recruiting strategies. Developing a diversity 

committee in agencies was also indicated for interactive opportunities to receive input from 

diverse sub-groups. Cultural humility was emphasized to understand how to be more humble 

and engage diverse populations on all different levels.  

“I think more training, and not just on cultural diversity. We had a great one with cultural 
humility and understanding; it's not just, I understand this population, but it's like, we 
really have to understand how to be more humble and engage everybody in every way.” 
 

Educators’ Perspectives 

Educators noted providing a high-quality benefits package (i.e., paid insurance, 

vacation/holiday/sick days benefits) and incentives (i.e., signing bonus, moving expenses, tuition 

reimbursement program, and living/housing arrangements) to recruit suitable social work 

applicants. Besides, educators suggested ideas such as paid internships or practicum and tuition 

paid off by agencies or governments so that students can balance their work and life when 

pursuing degrees in social work.  

“Paid internships. Man, if you had paid internships, you would get interns so fast. And you 
would have a pick of people who you could decide who you want to hire. Or paying for 
school. We see several coming from the Missouri area because DCFS pays for their 
Master's degrees once they've been employed so long. Several of our current grad 
students are like that because they've been working in the field.” 
 
“Especially when they get to grad school, their practicum hours are at one point in the 
day, and if they already have a full-time job, they have to choose out of, do I go full-time 
or part-time? I can't give up my job just to do the hours of field practicum. So, I think the 
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paid practicum is a way to get around some of that because the students are struggling, 
right? I mean, how do I give up my job to do 500 hours of the field? I can't give up my job, 
and maybe I could go part-time. Well, if I've got to go part-time, then I don't even want to 
do it because I have kids at home.”  

 
Second, educators echoed with employers with regard to marketing social work  

profession for building a pipeline with younger generations and shifting social workers' images 

through a public education campaign.  

“In other issues is a pipeline, not just from a community college. We need to handle it in 
eighth, ninth grade to school counselors. When a student comes to say, ‘I want to help 
people,’ this is a pathway they don’t talk about social work.”  
 
“Perception of the social worker also needs to change. If the social worker is the person 
who takes children from homes, that’s it. That is the only perception that I know of what a 
social worker is. Then, there has to be a shift in how people see a social worker.”  
 
Lastly, educators identified scholarship, need-based scholarship, paid internship, flexible 

curriculum structures/accommodation, and increased accessibility with online or hybrid types of 

programming as strategies to increase diverse students' talented bodies. In particular, flexible 

internships were stressed by most of the representatives from social work education, such as 

working and doing an internship at the same place. In order to accomplish awareness of cultural 

diversity and humility in working with diverse populations on different levels, educators put 

importance on their responsibility to educate students in social work programs about various 

cultural aspects.  

“So, that wherever they go, whether it's an all-white agency and they help educate the all-
white agency. Whether it's all white students, black students, Hispanic students, Asians; 
all of them need to be able to use their power wherever they go and be knowledgeable. 
So, I think it's our responsibility/humility to students.” 
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(2) Innovative social work curriculum  
 

Respondents recognized that some curriculum changes in social work education were 

important.  

Employers’ Perspectives 

First, expanding the school of social work curricula to psychopharmacology was 

commented on as part of integrated care training to prepare students to deal with psychiatrically 

and dual diagnosis clients.  

Second, employers suggested that social work education could incorporate hands-on 

practical techniques in class or teach work-related administration skills such as documentation.  

Third, employers stressed flexible social work internship programs to assist people in 

working full time and still attending the school, as commented by one employer:  

“The way that internships are rolled out still needs some work to be able to 
accommodate. You got this reality of loan repayment from undergrad. You’ve got  the 
families and the need to be able to work full time while getting your masters. If the 
universities could solve for that, we as employers be able to support people more to get 
their education done and stay employed.” 
 
“We have employees who are doing an internship with us because they can’t use  their 
full-time employment as their internship. It’s this additional burden for people, and it does 
not make sense because the job that they are doing, we have interns doing those jobs.” 
 

Educators’ Perspectives 

The educator commented on developing practical elective courses or workshops to 

provide career development training that included a range from salary negotiation, resume 

writing, interview skills, communication, and advocating skills.  

Second, educators stressed preparing practical business skills for social workers. For 

instance, when it came to low salaries in the social work profession, educators identified 
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students’ inability to negotiate their salary in their hiring process as a barrier—all viewed salary 

negotiation as a professional career skill that students could learn.  

Concerning internship issues, educators suggested increased field placement 

opportunities to provide a pipeline for employment by developing intentional partnerships with 

agencies.  

Using social media, emails, or alumni listserv to develop and promote job posting was 

also commented to increase social work applicants' opportunities. Some agencies shared their 

current recruiting strategies, such as directly contacting applicants using job posting sites, using 

schools, and interns as people to fill positions in shortage. 

Lastly, educators collaborated with other professions such as corporate America or 

business professions, library social work, sports social work, and military social work. They 

encouraged social workers to look in these areas where they may need social work advocacy.   

“I think in social work, sometimes we silo and think all social work jobs are in the human 
service sector, I think helping our students see that corporate America hires social 
workers. I don't know how many times I have to say that. Go in corporate America, right? 
These places do macro fundraising; they do policy; they're involved in lobbying social 
work. Get in the conversation; if you don't want to go up there, get in the lobbying aspect. 
They have EAP offices. Sometimes some of the better corporate places are like; we want 
to take care of our employees, so we have our own healthcare.” 
 

(3) Extended functions of NASW-IL   
 

There was consensus among employers and educators about the extended functions of 

NASW-IL. Functions of NASW-IL included five sub-categories: (1) working with all stakeholders as 

a mediator, (2) accessible education or workshops for professional career development, (3) 

public education about social work, (4) taking political action, and (5) promoting diverse roles of 

social work profession. 
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First, both groups of participants commented that NASW-IL played the role of mediator 

or guidance. They considered NASW-IL as a bridge between academia and the field. They 

expected more active involvement in working with other stakeholders, including agencies, 

academia, and even the Council of Social Work Education (CSWE). Specifically, NASW-IL could 

find Win-Win solutions for social work education and employers in the field by creating space to 

have a dialogue for employers and educators.  

“I think this is helpful to have to bring players together to start discussing those. It might 
be something university-wide, but some other universities are doing that; there might be 
interest, so I don't know how many universities share, and I said we could help with that. 
So I think this is helpful just to bring a place together that we probably don't have this 
dialogue.” 
 
They also suggested NASW-IL’s work with CSWE to promote accreditation flexibility, such 

as required hours in field placements.  

“An agency accreditation is more of a pain. We have enough paperwork. We have enough 
quality checks; we have enough outcomes, so yeah, I think that would be something 
probably NASW could do at least recognize that accreditation is really I think they've 
strapped the folks from this morning or probably strapped or feeling strapped. That it will 
be a win-win all around, I think.” 
 
Another extended function of NASW-IL was to create a job board for both employers and 

the universities in order to exchange job information or opportunities with one another. They 

believed that it would help employers with advertising job costs while offering direct help for 

students to find employment resources. An empoyer noted,  

“If NASW-IL was to have social work jobs online posting type where the employers might 
be interested in going to where they're, you know, the jobs can be posted for, I guess, by 
day and every posting will have some fee.”  
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An educator pointed out a mediator role of NASW-IL: “I do wonder about NASW being 

the kind of mediator for because U of I has a job board and all these other people have job 

boards, but the employers would have one place they could go.”  

Second, respondents recommended providing accessible online education or training on 

the NASW-IL website, focusing on practice shortage areas in social work (i.e., child welfare, 

integrated care, etc.) and/or leadership workshop webinars. 

They suggested ideas of providing webinars for the professional career development of 

social work students. To reduce new hires' struggles with administration work such as billing, 

documentation, and paperwork, they also suggested NASW-IL to offer online classes on 

business/administrative components to social work students. Employers recommended that 

NASW ought to provide opportunities for MCO (Managed Care Organizations) to talk about 

Medicaid and managed care as they often experienced students’ lack of understanding of 

managed care policy.  

“Education, focused on some of these areas of concern. But also what about, like, 
modules that are accessible online from the players that focus on these different topics 
and how they can address some of the needs.” 
 
“I know we like NASW is done some leadership workshops in the past, but he knows more 
widespread and accessible for new Social Workers and things might be something that I 
think enhance NASW might be able to help with.” 
 
“I’m wondering if, like the schools of social work have a class that would be dedicated to 
something that... developing some kind of community and online module too that schools 
can say, here's something to take a look at and watch (with regards to practical works; 
hands-on pieces). But that there are these mini, minutes, models that people can get 
more information out.” 
 
“Have people come in, and you know, from an MCO talk about Medicaid managed care.” 
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Third, some employers suggested that NASW-IL needed to take political actions to 

address Illinois's social work workforce challenges. Specifically, they identified getting the 

minimum number of social workers in Chicago schools, setting minimum social work practice 

standards (i.e., minimum caseloads), and setting minimum salary standards for social workers. 

Educators concurred with employers for NASW-IL's political actions about setting specific salary 

starting points in the social work profession and experience-based pay scales. An employer 

commented:  

“Also, just we’ve done some great work with NASW with the political action. And getting 
the minimum social workers in the schools in Chicago and all these things. Taking it 
bigger, I know that’s a big thing. But that's just what comes to my head: making minimum 
standards for Social Work or clientele caseload or whatever that maybe, or minimum 
salaries for certain kinds of jobs. I know we can't make these employers do it, but at least 
put out a recommendation of some sort.” 
 
Fourth, educators commented that NASW-IL needed to advocate social workers’ broad 

roles as knowledgeable generalists who could work effectively with individuals and groups in 

various settings.  

“Social workers are taught on more effective generalistic. We’re not pigeon-holed into one 
specific thing that we're good at. Social workers can hit a lot of different areas and help a 
lot of different places.” 
 
“Social workers are taught more about groups; the social workers are taught more about 
individual one-to-one.” 
 
“I do work at a hospital that's a multidisciplinary approach, but it's a social work-driven 
multidisciplinary approach.” 
 
Employers agreed upon promoting the diverse roles of social workers. However, they 

noted specialties of the social work profession in child welfare and integrated health care more.  

Lastly, respondents commented that NASW-IL needed to advocate and promote the 

values of the social work profession. 
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An employer commented:  

“What is important is its advocacy, and it’s helping people understand what our job is why 
we should be doing our job. It’s to advocate, and it’s to give  recommendations to any and 
everyone that will listen.” 
 
Besides, educators suggested that NASW-IL functioned as a one-stop-shop for social 

workers. For instance, if NASW-IL could provide a job board or information about different 

agencies, including the agency’s culture, mission, services, and specialties, it would help social 

workers or educators find entry-level employment or internships more effectively.  

An employer stated, “I think it could be more of a one-stop-shop.” 

Examples from the educators were:  

“Because I think part of what I feel our responsibility is, and perhaps NASW is teaching 
students about the very organizations out here because it’s a maze to know. I mean, just 
knowing all the mental health or organizations that are dedicated to gerontology. It’s a 
maze, so if you highlight them, at least, I have a sense of who they are, what they do. 
Maybe video montages of the people and the work.” 
 
In the same vein, educators commented that if NASW-IL housed the list of mentors or 

supervisors, it would help social workers access supervision that could match their specialties 

and interests when they could not receive supervision from their agency.  

“I don’t know what this looks like, but to help students identify professional mentors or 
people to provide support in some capacity. Because if I don’t have it at my agency, that 
I’m trying to figure it out, maybe they want to provide it, but they can’t because they're 
already overloaded. Or if it’s a situation where I am of a different group, whatever that 
gender group, race group, and I just need somebody else who has a similar life who can 
just help me process that. If I could go to a hub and find a list of people.” 
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Online Survey Results 
 

After developing the survey derived from the focus group findings, we conducted online 

surveys of NASW-IL members to understand social workers' and social work students’ 

perspectives about the Illinois social work workforce. The survey was conducted from June 2, 

2020, to July 23, 2020, through Survey Money online platform.   

NASW-IL distributed the survey to current students or recently graduated students who 

are current NASW-IL members on June 2, 2020. Out of the 666 people, 96 respondents 

completed the survey (14.41% response rate). The online survey for social workers was emailed 

to 3,582 members of NASW-IL on July 9, 2020. The online survey portal was closed on July 23, 

2020, with the responses of 359 social workers (10 % response rate). 

 

1. Demographic Information  
 

Table 5. Demographic Information: Students     

 

Demographics N % 

Gender   
   Female 77 80.2 
   Male 12 12.5 
Race   
   American Indian/ Alaskan Native 1 1.0 
   Asian American 4 4.2 
   Black or African American 16 16.7 
   Latino or Hispanic American 14 14.6 
   White / Caucasian 51 53.1 
   Other 3 3.1 
   Decline to answer 3 3.1 
   No Answer 4 4.2 
Age range   
   18-29 39 40.6 
   30-39 23 24.0 
   40-49 13 13.5 
   50-59 7 7.3 
   60-69 5 5.2 
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Bi-lingual   
   Yes 22 22.9 
   No 70 72.9 
   No Answer 4 4.2 

Note. N=96. SD for age is not found because the survey asked only for their age range 

Figure 2. Bilingualism in Students 

 

Student respondents were predominantly female (80.2%), with a wide distribution of age 

ranges. 53.1% (n =51) of the respondents identified as White. Black and Latinx population were 

16.7% (n=16) and 14.6% (n=14), respectively. Only 22.9% (n=22) of the students reported 

bilingual. 6 of 22 students reported speaking Spanish; other languages included Korean, French, 

Swahili, Urdu, and Hebrew (see Figure 2).  

Table 6. Demographic Information: Social Workers 

 

Demographics N % 

Gender   
   Female 279 77.7 
   Male 61 17.0 
   Other 1 0.3 
   Prefer not to answer 5 1.4 
   No Answer 13 3.6 

72.9%

22.9%

4.2%

Bi-lingual

No

Yes

No Answer
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Race / Ethnicity   
   Asian American 2 0.6 
   Black/African American 27 7.5 
   Latino or Hispanic American 19 5.3 
   White 278 77.4 
   Other 7 1.9 
   Decline to answer 13 3.6 
   No Answer 13 3.6 
Age range   
   20-29 16 4.5 
   30-39 57 15.9 
   40-49 75 20.9 
   50-59 92 25.6 
   60-69 62 17.3 
   70 over 44 12.3 
   No Answer 13 3.6 

 

Figure 3. Race/Ethnicity 

 

Figure 3 shows that social worker respondents were predominantly female (77.9%, 

n=279) and White (77.4%, n=278), normally distributed around in their 50s. Only 15.3% (n=55) 

identified as bilingual. Of 55 bilingual social workers,18% (n=10) spoke Spanish; other languages 

included Cantonese, French, Polish, Portuguese, Hebrew, Yiddish, Italian, German, Greek, 

Korean, and Sign Language. 
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2. Education and Employment Information 
 

Table 7. Educational Status of Students 

 

Enrollment Status n % 

  Currently enrolled in a BSW program 14 14.6 
  Currently enrolled in an MSW program 54 56.3 
  Currently enrolled in a PhD (or DSW) program 4 4.2 
  Recently graduated but not employed 3 3.1 
  Recently graduated and employed 17 17.7 
  No Answer 4 4.2 

Total 96 100 

 
 

Figure 4. Employment Status of Students 

 

Among a total of 96 students or recent graduates, 56.3 % (n=54) were currently enrolled 

in a MSW program; 14.5 % (n=14) were enrolled in a BSW program; and 4.2 % (n=4) were 

enrolled in a Ph.D. program. Of 20 recent graduates, 7 (17.7 % of the total) were employed; 3 

(3.1 % of the total ) reported not being employed. 4.2 % (n = 4) did not respond. As shown in 

figure 4, 55. 2% (n=53) of the students or recent graduates were currently employed.  Of 53 

students, 34 students reported working in a social work setting. 22 students reported receiving 

financial incentives.  
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Table 8. Preferred Practice Settings and Locations (multiple selections) 

 

Employment Setting 
n % (out of total 

participant) 

   Administration & Management 14 14.6 
   Aging 11 11.5 
   Children and Family Welfare 26 27.1 
   Criminal Justice 9 9.4 
   Community Development 11 11.5 
   Community Agency 26 27.1 
   Health 25 26.0 
   Public Policy and Advocacy 12 12.5 
   Private Social Work Practice 15 15.6 
   Public Health 8 8.3 
   School Social work 19 19.8 
   Higher Education in Social Work 11 11.5 
   Substance Abuse 20 20.8 
   Other 11 11.5 
Geographical preference in IL               
   City of Chicago 46 47.9 
   Greater Chicago Suburbs 43 44.8 
   Central Illinois 13 13.5 
   Southern Illinois 7 7.3 
   No preference 6 6.3 
Intend to work in the State of Illinois N % 
   Yes 89 92.7 
   No 2 2.1 
   No Answer 5 5.2 

 

 

Figure 5. Students’ Preferred Geographical Areas of Employment 
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Figure 6. Students’ Preferred Practice Settings 

 

The most preferred employment settings for students were Children and Family Welfare 

(n=26), Community agencies (n=26), and Healthcare (n=25), followed by Schools (n=19)and 

Substance Abuse (n=20). 92.7% (n=89) of the respondents intended to work in Illinois: 47.9% 

indicated finding work in the City of Chicago, and 44.8 % chose a preference in finding a job in 

Greater Chicago Suburbs (see Figure 6).  

Table 9. Social Workers’ Employment and Licensures 

 

Employment & License N % 

Social Work Positions   
   Social Worker in the Field 317 88.3 
   Social Work Educator in College or University 29 8.1 
   No Answer 13 3.6 
Licensed   
   Yes 324 90.3 
   No 22 6.1 
   No Answer 13 3.6 
Employment in Social Work Practice Setting   
   Yes 162 45.1 
   No 182 50.7 
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   No Answer 15 4.2 
Employment Setting   
   Administration and management 28 7.8 
   Aging 23 6.4 
   Children and Family 48 13.4 
   Criminal Justice 5 1.4 
   Community Development 3 0.8 
   Community Agency 33 9.2 
   Health 65 18.1 
   Public Policy and Advocacy 3 0.8 
   Private Social Work Practice 119 33.1 
   Public Health 10 2.8 
   School Social Work 60 16.7 
   Social Work in Higher Education 32 8.9 
   Substance Abuse 15 4.2 
Geographic Area of Employment   
   City of Chicago 122 34.0 
   Greater Chicago Suburbs 169 47.1 
   Central Illinois 51 14.2 
   Southern Illinois 18 5.0 
   None of the Above 12 3.3 

 

 

Figure 7. Social Workers’ Employment Settings 

 

 

Of the 359 social worker respondents, 317 (88.3%) reported working in the field of social 

work, and 29 (8.1%) reported working in academic institutions. The majority of the social 
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workers (90.3%) were licensed. Of 324 licensed social workers, 115 held an LCSW. Of 359 

respondents, 33.1% (n=119) reported working at private practice. 18.1 % (n =65) worked in 

Health settings, followed by schools (16.7%) and children and family services(13.4%). 

In responding to geographical areas of employment location, 47.1% of social workers 

identified to work in the Greater Chicago Suburbs, and 34% worked in the City of Chicago. Only 

4.5% of the agencies that social workers were employed provided financial incentives to social 

work interns, compared to 41.5% of students who reported receiving financial incentives.  

 

3. Social Work Challenges: Internship and new hires   
 

Table 10. Social Workers’ Perspectives of Sutdents’ Internship or Employment Challenges 

Social Workers’ responses to challenge for internship and first employment 

 N % 

Unprepared internship (work) expectation 45 12.5 
Insufficient job opportunities in the areas of interest 50 13.9 
Lack of job information and resources 17 4.7 
Insufficient job training and readiness 43 12.0 
Poor interview skills 3 0.8 
Not enough previous work experience 46 12.8 
Employer's lack of understanding of social work 37 10.3 
Other 34 9.5 
No Answer 84 23.4 

Total 359 100.0 

 
 

More than half of the student respondents (56.3 %) experienced ‘very few local job 

opportunities in social work. 14.6 % saw ‘no local job opportunities in social work. On the other 

hand, more than 50% of the social workers indicated ‘Some’ or ‘Many’ social work job 

opportunities locally (within 50 miles of where you graduated).  

Figure 8 shows that students identified not having enough previous work experience 

(44.8%) as the top challenge for social work students or recent graduates. 36.5% of students 
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identified insufficient job opportunities in the area of one’s interest as the second-biggest 

challenge. Insufficient job training and readiness and unprepared internship (or employment) 

expectations were also considered other significant challenges. Some were concerned about the 

interruption in securing a job or becoming licensed because Covid-19 affected the job market 

and standard testing.  

 

Figure 8. Students’ Perceptions of internship or employment Challenges in Illinois 

 

The top four challenges identified by social workers were the same as students, though 

social workers tended to weigh the challenges equally, as shown in Table 10.  The most 

significant challenge was the lack of job opportunities in one’s areas of interest (13.9%), followed 

by individuals who do not have enough previous work experience (12.8%). Of 359 social 

workers,84 social workers did not answer, and 34 social workers commented other. Other 

challenges addressed were COVID-19 related closures and restrictions, employers’ lack of 

guidance and training for interns, and low salary with unrealistic expectations. 
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About the challenges of internships or new hires, 49% of students identified low pay and 

compensation as the biggest challenge, followed by work-life balance (13.5%), unprepared job 

skills (11.5%), and no answer (9.4%). Social workers also reported inadequate salary and 

compensation as the most significant issue (33.7%). Unlike students who chose work-life balance 

second most significant challenge, 29.2% (n=105) chose not to answer, followed by unprepared 

job skills (10%). 

 

Table 11. Reasons for Students’ Struggles for Internships (or Employment) 

Most important reason social work students struggle with employment 

 Students 
N (%) 

Social Workers 
N (%) 

Unprepared job skills 11 (11.5) 36 (10.0) 
Lack of professionalism 1 (1) 17 (4.7) 
Lack of soft skills 2 (2.1) 13 (3.6) 
Inadequate salary / compensation offered 49 (51) 121 (33.7) 
Work-life balance 13 (13.5) 21 (5.8) 
Lack of salary negotiating skills (asked social workers only)  N/A 12 (3.3) 
Employer's lack of understanding of Social Work 5 (5.2) 10 (2.8) 
Other 6 (6.3) 24 (6.7) 
No answer 9 (9.4) 105 (29.2) 

Total 96 (100) 359 (100) 

 

4. Social Work Challenges: Employment and Retention  
 

Table 12. Challenges for the Illinois Social Workers (Multiple selections) 

 

Overall Challenge 
Students: N  

(% out of total) 
Social Workers: N 

(% out of total) 

Not enough job opportunities 32 (33.3) 49 (13.6) 
Low salary and compensation 81 (84.4) 243 (67.7) 
Not enough bilingual social workers 22 (22.9) 112 (31.2) 
Not enough supervision 25 (26.0) 84 (23.4) 
High workload 66 (68.8) 198 (55.2) 
Negative Perceptions 25 (26) 69 (19.2) 
Lack of social work funding (only asked social workers) N/A 149 (41.5) 
Other 7 (70) 36 (10) 
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Both students (84.4%) and social workers (67.7%) identified low salary and compensation 

as the greatest employment challenge for social workers. The high workload was seconded by 

both groups (68.8% of students; 55.2% of social workers). 41.5 % of social workers also identified 

lack of funding as a social work challenge.  

Figure 9. Retention Challenges 

 

Figure 9 shows that 62.7% of the social workers (n =225) again reported ‘Incomparable 

salary/compensation’ as the greatest retention challenge. Besides, 59.3% of the social workers 

identified burnout, followed by high workloads (56.3%). 

5. Social Work Challenge: Practice Shortage 
 

Students identified children and families (20.8%) and school of social work (20.8%) as 

having the most significant shortage in practice. On the other hand, 22.3 % of social workers 

(n=80) identified insufficient licensed social workers at community-based agencies as the most 

significant shortage. 16.4 % of social workers (n=59) identified practice with children and families 

as the second shortage.  

 

111

225

213

99

202

109

15

0 50 100 150 200 250

Not enough opportunities for promotion

Not comparable salary and compensation

Burnout

Leaving for private practice after licensed

High workloads

Lack of social work funding

Other

Retention Challenges for Social Workers in Illinois



 

 
AN EVALUATION OF THE ILLINOIS SOCIAL WORK WORKFORCE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 41 

Table 13. Social Work Practice Shortage  

 

Practice area 
Students 

N (%) 
Social Workers:  

N (%) 

  Children and Families 20 (20.8) 59 (16.4) 
  Healthcare 7 (7.3) 9 (2.5) 
  Hospice 7 (7.3) 5 (1.4) 
  School Social Work 20 (20.8) 35 (9.7) 
  Aging / Long term care 13 (13.5) 54 (15) 
  Licensed Social workers at community-based agencies 13 (13.5) 80 (22.3) 
  Other 7 (7.3) 33 (9.2) 
No answer 9 (9.4) 84 (23.4) 

Total 96 (100) 100 

 

6. Social work challenge: Diversity 
 

Social workers identified that one of the biggest challenges regarding diversity in social 

workers was not enough representation of minority social workers in both clinical (51.8%) and 

administrative settings (50.1%). In addition, the lack of male social workers (49.3%) and bilingual 

social workers (49.3%) were identified as diversity challenges. 

Table 14. Diversity Challenges in Social Work  

Diversity Challenges for the Illinois Social Workers 

 N % 

Not enough male social workers 177 49.3 
Not enough ethnic minority social workers 180 50.1 
Not enough bilingual social workers 177 49.3 
Lack of understanding of LGBTQ population 115 32 
Not enough minority social workers in clinical settings 186 51.8 
All of the above 2 0.6 
Other 18 5.01 

 

7. Social Work Challenges in Rural Areas 
 

Approximately 65.5% of students and 61.3% of social workers reported less access to 

services as the most significant social work workforce challenges in rural areas. Other 

outnumbered challenges selected by students were lack of diversity (56.3%) and long 
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commute/transportation issues (53.1%). For other challenges in rural areas, 49.6 % of social 

workers reported long commutes and transportation, and 42.6% of social workers identified a 

lack of diversity.  

Table 15. Social Work Challenges in Rural Areas 

 

Rural Challenges 
Students: N 

(% out of total) 
Social Workers: N 

(% out of total) 

Less access to services 63 (65.6) 220 (61.3) 
Long commute / Transportation issues 51 (53.1) 178 (49.6) 
Low applicants for social work jobs 18 (18.8) 110 (30.6) 
Not enough licensed social workers (LCSW or LSW) 31 (32.3) 126 (35.1) 
High demand for independent work 9 (9.4) 35 (9.7) 
Lack of diversity 54 (56.3) 153 (42.6) 
Other 5 (5) 14 (3.9) 

 
 

8. Social Work Workforce Strategies 
 

Table 16. Social Work Workforce Strategies 

Effective strategies to strengthen social work workforce (multiple selections) 

 Students 
N (% out of 

total) 

Social 
Workers 
N (% out 
of total) 

Public education about social work 32 (33.3) 99 (27.6) 
Financial incentives for internships 48 (50) 103 (28.7) 
Flexible employment-based internships 41 (42.7) 96 (26.7) 
Developing a pipeline of social workers early on 22 (22.9) 74 (20.6) 
Incorporating telehealth (asked social workers only) N/A 40 (13.6) 
More specialization on integrated care during MSW/BSW programs 35 (36.5) 100 (27.9) 
Counting field experience as internship hours (asked social workers only) N/A 30 (8.4) 
Certification courses during MSW/BSW programs 50 (52.1) 65 (18.1) 
SW licensures 14 (14.6) 97 (27.0) 
Other  21 (5.8) 

 

Fifty percent of students and 28.7% of social workers reported financial incentives for 

internships as the most effective social work workforce strategy (see Table 16). 42.7% of 
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students reported flexible employment-based internships as the second-best strategy, followed 

by public education about social work (33.3%). On the other hand, 100 social workers (27.9%) 

chose more specialization on integrated care during BSW and MSW programs, followed by public 

education about social work (27.6%), Social work licensures (27%), and flexible employment-

based internships (26.7%). The five strategies reported by social workers were equally significant, 

considering all five variables showed similar percentages.   

Table 17. Strategies of  Social Work Education 

Effective Strategies of Social work Education (multiple selections) 

 N % 

Curriculum development matched with community needs 138 38.4 
Career development training in integrative seminar courses 100 27.9 
Curriculum development on integrated care 120 33.4 
Certification courses during MSW programs 62 17.3 
Practical skills teaching in integrative seminar courses 119 33.1 
Strong partnerships with community organizations 129 35.9 
Other 14 3.9 

 

Besides, social workers were asked to identify effective social work education strategies 

to strengthen the social work workforce. 38.4% of social workers reported curriculum 

development matched with community needs as the most effective strategy. As shown in Table 

17, four additional strategies of strong partnerships with community organizations (35.9%), 

curriculum development on integrative care (33.4%), and practice skills teaching in integrative 

seminars (33.1%) were evenly reported.  

9. Roles of NASW-IL  
 

Social workers further responded what NASW-IL could do to strengthen our profession. 

42.3% of social workers identified license reciprocity development at the national as the most 

effective strategy. Other vital roles were offering workshops on practical skills (36.8%), political 
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activities to lower students’ financial burden (32.3%), and statewide campaigns to educate 

people, agencies, and the public (31.8%). 

Table 18. Roles of NASW-IL in  the Social Work Workforce 

Important Roles of NASW-IL 

 N % 

Offer workshops on practical skills 132 36.8 
Statewide campaigns to educate people, agencies, and the public 114 31.8 
Advocacy work 105 29.2 
License reciprocity development at the national level 152 42.3 
Political activities to lower students' financial burden 116 32.3 
Educating employers 65 18.1 
Other 14 3.9 

 

10. Employment Hope and Employment Barriers 
 

Table 19 shows that 81.2% of students had medium to very high levels of employment 

hope, compared to 55.8% of social workers with medium to very high levels of employment 

hope. 105 social workers (29.2%) did not answer this question. 

Table 19. Employment Hope  

Employment Hope 

 
Students 

N (%) 
Social Workers 

N (%) 

Very low 0 (0%) 5 (1.4) 
Low 3 (3.1%) 29 (8.1) 
Medium 40 (41.7%) 95 (26.5) 
High 25 (26%) 76 (21.2) 
Very high 13 (13.5%) 29 (8.1) 
No opinion 5 (5.2%) 20 (5.6) 
No answer 10 (10.4%) 105 (29.2) 

Total 96 (100%) 359 (100.0) 

 
 

About 55.2% of students and 36.2% of social workers reported having medium levels of 

employment barriers. 20 % of students and 16.5 % of social workers identified high and very high 

levels of employment barriers (Table 20). 
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Table 20. Employment Barriers 

Employment Barriers 

 
Students 

N (%) 
Social Workers 

N (%) 

Very low 0 (0) 5 (1.4) 
Low 8 (8.3) 37 (10.3) 
Medium 53 (55.2) 130 (36.2) 
High 17 (17.7) 44 (12.3) 
Very high 3 (3.1) 15 (4.2) 
No opinion 5 (5.2) 23 (6.4) 
No answer 10 (10.4) 105 (29.2) 

Total 96 (100) 359 (100) 

 
 

11. Career Hope and Career Barriers in Future Advancement  
 

Table 21 shows that 42.9% of students responded to have high or very high levels of 

career hope in future advancement. On the other hand, approximately a quarter of social 

workers reported having high or very high levels of career hope. 15.6% of social workers 

reported having low or very low levels of career hope, and one-third of social workers responded 

with no opinion or no answer.  

Table 21. Career Hope  

Career Hope in Future Advancement 

 
Students 

N (%) 
Social Workers 

N (%) 

Very low 1 (1.0) 13 (3.6) 
Low 6 (6.3) 43 (12.0) 
Medium 35 (36.5) 78 (21.7) 
High 31 (32.3) 63 (17.5) 
Very high 12 (12.5) 26 (7.2) 
No opinion 2 (2.1) 31 (8.6) 
No answer 9 (9.4) 105 (29.2) 

Total 96 (100) 359 (100.0) 
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Considering the levels of career barriers in future advancement, 50% of students 

reported having medium levels of career barriers, and one-quarter of students chose high or 

very high levels of career barriers in future advancement. 32.9% of social workers reported 

having medium levels of career barriers, followed by 19.2% of social workers with high or very 

high levels of career barriers. 129 social workers (36.2%) reported having no opinion or no 

answer (see Table 22).  

Table 22. Career Barriers  

Career Barriers in Future Advancement 

 
Students 

N (%) 
Social Workers 

N (%) 

Very low 1 (1.0) 3 (0.8) 
Low 9 (9.4) 39 (10.9) 
Medium 50 (52.1) 118 (32.9) 
High 11 (11.5) 48 (13.4) 
Very high 13 (13.5) 21 (5.8) 
No opinion 3 (3.1) 24 (7.0) 
No answer 9 (9.4) 105 (29.2) 

Total 96 (100) 359 (100.0) 
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Discussion 
 

This evaluation examined the conditions of labor shortages of social workers and where 

the mismatch and gaps exist based on social work employers’ and educators’ perspectives. 

Qualitative data on stakeholder perspectives on this workforce condition were categorized into 

challenges and strategies. Social work employers and educators converged on many of the 

challenges, but each also had their respective views on the apparent disconnect in the social 

work labor market. Further, the survey results of students and social workers confirmed the 

findings of the focus group.  

Focus groups identified five categories of social work workforce barriers: (a) Social work 

workforce recruitment challenges—lack of experienced social workers, lack of prepared post-

graduates, organizational challenges, and negative public images; (b) social work workforce 

retention challenges-low salaries and unhealthy organizational cultures; (c) social work 

workforce challenges in rural areas-lack of social workers, long commute/transportation issues, 

low salary and compensation issues; (d) social work diversity challenges-underrepresentation of 

racial and gender minority social workers, lack of bilingual social workers, and lack of agency's 

understanding of minority groups; and (e) new hires’ challenges—supervision issues, 

communication issues, difficulty adapting to an integrative system of care; and adjustment issue 

to new work culture.  

Of the five identified categories of social work workforce barriers, four categories in 

social work barriers were confirmed by students and social workers who participated in the 

survey. Given multiple selections, most student respondents (84.4%) and a high rate of social 
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worker respondents (67.7%) identified low salary and compensation as the biggest challenges for 

the social work workforce. Both groups also identified high workload as the next challenge. 

62.7% of social worker respondents (n=225) also reported incomparable salary and 

compensation as the greatest retention challenge. Burnout was second for retention challenge 

among social worker respondents.  Lack of social work applicants in rural areas was confirmed by 

92.7% of student respondents who expressed the preference to work in Greater Chicago areas. 

Both groups reported that less access to services was the most challenging (65.6% for students; 

61.3% for social workers). Student respondents reported a lack of diversity as the next challenge, 

compared to social work respondents who reported long commute/transportation issues as the 

next challenge. One discrepant response in social work workforce barriers was the category of 

new hires' challenges. 51% (n=49) of student respondents and 33.7% (n=121) of social work 

respondents reported inadequate salary and compensation as the most prominent employment 

challenge. While work and job balance (13.5%) was second in student respondents, unprepared 

job skills were the next challenge for new hires among social work respondents. Lack of 

professionalism and lack of soft skills stressed by focus group findings were not significant 

challenges in both groups.  

Concerning social work workforce strategies, focus group results yielded three 

categories: (a) general social work workforce strategies—financial benefits/in-kind incentives, 

developing an early pipeline for social workers, and recruiting of diverse applicants; (b) 

innovative social work curriculum-curriculum development in practical/career development 

training, flexible social work internship program, and strong partnerships with community 

sectors; (c) extended function of NASW-mediator roles among all social work stakeholders, 
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accessible professional career workshops, political actions, and advocacy for promoting social 

work profession.  Given multiple selections, 52.1% of student respondents reported 52.1% 

reported certification courses during MSW (or BSW) programs as the most effective strategy. 

The other top two strategies were flexible employment-based internships. Of 359 social worker 

respondents, 28.7 of social workers identified financial incentives for internships as the most 

effective strategy. Consistent with focus group findings, social workers also identified more 

specialization on integrated care (27.9%), public education about social work(27.6%), social work 

licensure (27%), and flexible employment-based internship (26.7%). Lastly, 42.3% of the social 

work respondents identified license reciprocity development at the national level as the most 

critical NASW-IL role. 
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Implications 
 

This evaluation examined the conditions of labor shortages of social workers and where 

the mismatch and gaps exist based on the perspectives of social work employers and educators. 

Qualitative data on stakeholder perspectives on this workforce condition were categorized into 

challenges and strategies. Social work employers and educators converged on many of the 

challenges, but each also had their respective views on the apparent disconnect in the social 

work labor market. 

 

Figure 10. The flow of Social Work Workforce Opportunities 

 

The two strategies outlined by the stakeholders broadly encompassed the overlapping 

areas of identified challenges. First was the general workforce strategies that included 

strengthening the financial benefits/in-kind incentives (free supervision or training), developing a 

pipeline for future social workers, and recruiting diverse applicants. Second had to do with 

innovative social work curriculum strategies that included curriculum strengthening by training 

students clinically with specialty skills, practicality in applied, on-thejob skills, and flexible 

employment-pipeline internship experiences with strong partnerships with community 
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organizations and non-traditional sectors. Going forward, it will be important to match employer 

needs with generalist and clinical training provided in schools of social work across the state. 

Figure 11. Social Work Workforce Strategies 

 

However, these two strategies, which has to actively involve both the supply and demand 

side actors in the social work labor market, did not specifically and directly address some of the 

presented challenges. One might see this as being problematic as neither the employers nor the 

educators wanting to take on the specifics of the broadly themed challenges as their own 

strategic responsibility. However, it is likely that the nature of these challenges may not have 

been seen as possible to yield measurable outcomes by any sole actor in the labor market which 

is where the the supply-demand workforce gap exists in social work. It is promising to see that 

there were some core, agreed upon (overlapped) challenges that are at least broadly identified 

as a joint target and addressed under the two strategies. 

The extended functions of NASW as a strategy connected the missing link in these 

unaddressed challenges by the general social work workforce and innovative social work 
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curriculum strategies. They included working with all stakeholders as a mediator, providing 

accessible education and workshops for professional career development, public education 

about social work, taking political action, and providing diverse roles of social work profession. 

NASW strategy will be the uniting  

Opportunities in Addressing the Social Work Workforce Shortages 
 

Meeting these challenges will require a concerted effort on the part of major 

stakeholders, some of whom were involved in this study—Illinois schools of social work, 

employers, state agencies as well as elected officials. Efforts need to be made to connect these 

and other stakeholders to address the challenges and demonstrate the diverse roles of the social 

work profession can play across the state. This is where stakeholders can help bring these 

strategies together as opportunities for investing in the future growth of the social work 

profession and promoting social work–centered hiring, leadership for diversity, and inclusive 

workplace culture development. 

To help Illinois support its most vulnerable citizens in need of services, we make the 

following recommendations to the state: 

 Promote the social work profession as a key component of the state’s mental health 

workforce  

 Expand the pipeline of qualified and diverse individuals to enter the social work 

profession through higher education tuition support 

 Work with employers and state agencies to promote a diverse human service, health, 

and mental health workforce by hiring social workers as organizational leaders who 

reflect the consumers of human services 
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 Support employers to provide incentives to reflect the important role that social work 

can play in strengthening services in rural Illinois 

Social work is at a crossroad to assume its mission to be the next leader in social 

innovationin the space of interprofessional and interdisciplinary intersections. Together with 

stakeholders across the state, we can rise to the challenge of being the proactive leader in 

bringing all helping professions and professional teams together to holistically tackle the most 

pressing issues of our new, post-COVID world. 

This includes the commitment to focus on the following major needs as identified by the 

evaluation: 

Figure 12. Social Work Workforce Needs to Focus On 

 

Social workers and the social work profession continue to be essential—essential to 

community well-being and trained to help address personal and systemic barriers to optimal 

living. The profession is poised to meet the most pressing issues of our new, post-COVID world, 

as leaders of human-centered care coordination for health, mental health, social and economic 

integration, and equity at all levels of our social fabric. This is ultimately what we should strive 

for in the entire state of Illinois. 

To achieve these goals and to build upon the data generated from the 2020 study, we 

will be working with the following stakeholders to build upon the data generated from this study: 
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 Illinois schools of social work; 

 Social work employers; 

 National NASW office and state chapters across the country; and, 

 State-elected officials 

Social workers and the social work profession continue to be essential—essential to 

community well-being and trained to help address personal and systemic barriers to optimal 

living. Social workers are employed to effect positive change with individuals, families, groups, 

and entire communities. The profession is poised to meet the most pressing issues of our new, 

post-COVID world, as leaders of human-centered care coordination for health, mental health, 

social and economic integration, and equity at all levels of our social fabric. 
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